R ecent years have seen significant pressure for governments to reform in response to various socio-economic issues (e.g., aging, child poverty, social inequities, and climate change). For public managers, how to identify and solve these complex issues and operate effectively has become a formidable challenge. Zeger Van der Wal's book The 21st Century Public Manager: Challenges, People and Strategies is one of the few timely pieces of literature that inspires public managers in rethinking and developing their roles, skills and values to prepare for and respond to the world characterised by volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity (VUCA).
Different from a traditional research manuscript, this book is written to appeal to a wide audience including public management researchers, mid-level to senior practitioners in the public sector, and executive education students across the globe. The key argument is that public managers in the 21st century will be able to turn complex challenges into opportunities for public value creation through managing seven key demands including plurality, workforce, innovation, ethics, organisational goals, and collaborations across multiple stakeholders and sectors. To support his argument, Van der Wal draws a historical review on the changing roles of public managers, identifies the global megatrends that affect the organizational environment of public managers, and offers ample cases to illustrate the practice of public managers in achieving policy goals and maintaining legitimacy in an ever-changing landscape.
Although there is a growing literature about how the changing environment and complex problems challenge the ways public managers behave, many studies lack a clear illustration about what the challenges really are, where they are coming from, and how they can be tackled. Van der Wal's book fills this gap through building a connection between challenges and opportunities and providing practical advice on "how" 21st century public managers could transfer challenges into opportunities through capacity building in specific contexts. First, the author addresses the importance of understanding the public policy landscape characterized by VUCA. He emphasizes that the environment change is a key pressure for a public manager to evolve, and 'being able to operate in a VUCA environment is the overarching critical competency of a 21st century public manager' (Van der Wal 2017: 5). He then portrays three ideal types of public managers across time and identifies their key roles, skills, competencies, and values: the traditional, rule-oriented bureaucrat; the 'business-like', performance-focused manager; and the networking, relation-focused collaborator in Chapter 2. In Chapter 3, he identifies global megatrends that would largely affect the organisational environment of public manager across the world, such as the rise of social media, demographic change and population aging, economic interconnectedness and regulatory challenges, ultraurbanisation and climate change etc. In Chapter 4, he further addresses seven clusters of managerial demands, dilemmas, and opportunities these global megatrends bring to public managers across contexts and settings. Chapter 5 to 11 are structured around these seven key demands. Van der Wal provides reallife cases and examples to illustrate the competencies, roles, and values the 21st century public managers should have to meet each demand and turn challenges into opportunities. This includes the competencies to successfully manage stakeholder multiplicity, authority turbulence, the new workforce, innovation forces, ethical complexities, short and long time horizons, and crosssector collaboration. Finally, Chapter 12 concludes by summing up five characteristics of a 21st century public manager: smart, savvy and astute, entrepreneurial while maintaining a strong public service ethos, collaborative and connected yet authoritative in content and style, an active anticipator of what matters now as well as in the future, and a generalist-specialist who never stops learning.
This book offers profound guidance to those who study public policy and those who make or implement policies in the real world. It is timely and appropriately draws a comprehensive summary of key issues that public policy practitioners are currently grappling with. For instance, Chapter 9 discusses how the 21st century public manager should be skilled to manage ethical dilemmas brought by disruptive innovations, technological revolutions, diversity in values, and conflicts. Chapter 11 offers a rich description of the diversified forms of crosssectoral collaborations and identifies public managers as boundary spanners to manage these collaborations. Such discussion provides a useful reference for public managers to handle with some new but tough issues like artificial intelligence application and regulation. Another strength of this book is that it looks beyond the Western settings and keeps an open attitude toward global public administration. When discussing the three ideal types of public managers, Van der Wal points out that the progression of these ideal types is not linear. Instead, it is a process of 'recycling, alteration, and re-balancing' as Pollitt (2011) describes, and is highly dependent on a country's contextual and cultural environment and stage of development. This book includes many cases and examples from different geographical areas especially from Asia and the Pacific. The author's awareness of socio-economic and cultural differences of public administration helps the audience better adjust principles to local conditions. This book builds on the latest literature and empirical evidence to explore the features of current and future public managers. It serves as an important and interesting manual for public policy practitioners to prepare and respond to challenges. Yet some issues have been touched by the author but still need to be further explored. The first is the motivation of public managers to change and make a difference. Van der Wal illustrates the impact of environmental change (megatrends) while mentioning the importance of strong voice and 'agency' from public managers. When public managers' roles are reshaped significantly by megatrends, they should also be clear about this and have agency and ability to forge the change they want or need. Giving agency to public managers will help them facilitate capacity building for significant change. Second, as Van der Wal states, producing public service excellence requires excellence in both people and institutions. How to enable organisations and build up an encouraging environment to steer and direct the public-sector workforce is an open question.
